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Summary 

Major U.S. goals in Cambodia include promoting good governance, democracy, and human 
rights, reducing the threat of terrorism, facilitating trade, and bringing former Khmer Rouge 
leaders to justice. In February 2007, the United States government lifted a ten-year ban on aid to 
the government of Cambodia, signaling the beginning of fuller engagement with the kingdom. 
Following Prime Minister Hun Sen’s unlawful seizure of power in 1997, the United States 
prohibited many forms of assistance to the Central Government of Cambodia. The U.S. 
government has also withheld assistance for the Khmer Rouge tribunal, set up to try leaders of the 
Communist Party of Kampuchea for crimes against humanity, unless standards of judicial 
independence and fairness are met. 

The United States and Cambodia maintain strong ties through aid and trade. Despite foreign aid 
restrictions, Cambodia is the third largest recipient of United States assistance in Southeast Asia 
after Indonesia and the Philippines. Most U.S. assistance has been channeled through the many 
non-governmental organizations that are active in the country. The United States is the largest 
overseas market for Cambodian goods, mostly textiles and apparel. With the termination of 
quotas on textiles by WTO member states in 2005, Cambodian exports are threatened by 
competition from China and other large producers. Cambodia and other least developed countries 
(LDCs) have pressed the United States to grant their garment exports preferential treatment. The 
Hun Sen government also has sought U.S. concessions on foreign debt incurred by the Lon Nol 
regime during the early 1970s. 

Cambodia has made some notable progress, with outside help, in controlling the spread of 
infectious diseases, such as HIV/AIDS and avian flu, holding elections that are at least 
procedurally democratic, nurturing a civil society, engaging in counterterrorism efforts, and 
developing its economy. A number of significant problems remain, however. Weak legal and 
financial institutions, corruption, political uncertainty, and the autocratic tendencies of Prime 
Minister Hun Sen have discouraged foreign investment and strained U.S. -Cambodian relations. 

This report provides historical context, discusses political and economic developments in 
Cambodia, and raises policy issues regarding U.S. -Cambodian relations. These issues include 
U.S. foreign assistance to Cambodia, HIV/AIDS, human rights, terrorism, bilateral trade, the 
Khmer Rouge tribunal, and Cambodia’s relations with China. This report will be updated 
periodically. 
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U.S. Interests 

Major U.S. goals in the Kingdom of Cambodia, a small but strategically important country, 
include promoting good governance, democracy, and human rights, reducing the threat of 
terrorism, facilitating trade, and bringing the country’s former Khmer Rouge leaders to justice. 



In February 2007, the United States 
government lifted a ten-year ban on direct 
bilateral aid to Cambodia, signaling a 
warming of relations, according to some 
observers. Since 1998, foreign operations 
appropriations legislation had barred many 
forms of assistance to the central government 
of Cambodia in response to Prime Minister 
Hun Sen’s seizure of power in 1997, sporadic 
violence against opposition political activists, 
and the suppression of political rights. 

Cambodia has made progress in several areas 
of U.S. interest, including the development of 
civil society, more credible elections, 
improved fiscal policies, counterterrorism 
efforts, anti-human trafficking measures, and 
the control of HIV/AIDS and avian flu. 

Cambodia is the third largest recipient of 
United States foreign aid in Southeast Asia 
after Indonesia and the Philippines, much of it 
channeled through non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). The United States is 
the largest overseas market for Cambodian goods, mostly textiles and apparel. Cambodia and 
other least developed countries (LDCs) are pressing the United States to grant their garment 
exports preferential treatment so that they can compete with larger economies such as China’s. 
The kingdom also is requesting that the U.S. government reduce Cambodia’s $339 million debt 
burden to the United States. 



Cambodia in Brief 
Population: 13.9 million 

Growth rate: 1 .7% 

Location: Borders Thailand, Vietnam, and Laos 
Area: 181,040 sq. km. (about the size of Missouri) 
Capital: Phnom Penh 

Government: Constitutional Monarchy (King 
Norodom Sihamoni) 

Major Political Parties: Cambodian People’s Party (73 
seats); FUNCINPEC (26 seats); Sam Rainsy (24 
seats) 

Ethnic groups: Khmer 90%; Vietnamese 5%; Chinese 
1%; Other 4% (Chams, Burmese, hill tribes) 
Language: Khmer (official) 95%; French; English 
Religion: Theravada Buddhist 95%; Other 5% 

Life Expectancy at Birth: 63 years 
Literacy: total 73% 

GDP per capita: $1,800 (purchasing power parity, 
2007) 

GDP growth: 8% (2007) 

Sources: CIA World Factbook, 2008. 



Policy Debates 

Some U.S. lawmakers argue that economic support for Cambodia should remain restricted until 
Prime Minister Hun Sen and the Cambodian government have established a record of respect for 
political freedoms and civil liberties and have reduced corruption. Other policy experts argue that 
greater U.S. assistance and involvement in Cambodia, through not only foreign aid but also 
enhanced trade, diplomacy, and educational and cultural exchanges, would better help to achieve 
U.S. goals. Furthermore, some assert, greater U.S. engagement with the kingdom may help to 
counter any adverse economic and political influence of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 
the kingdom. 1 Another policy option is to conduct a dialogue with China and other major 



1 See Statement of Catherine E. Dalpino before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Subcommittee on East 
(continued...) 
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Southeast Asian countries on how to best promote development and security in Cambodia and the 
region. 



Modern Political History 

The Kingdom of Cambodia received its independence from France in 1953 under the leadership 
of the popular king, Norodom Sihanouk. In 1955, Sihanouk abdicated in favor of his father, and 
assumed the post of Prime Minister and head of the ruling party. When his father died in 1960, 
Sihanouk received the title of Prince. In 1965, Prince Sihanouk broke off diplomatic relations 
with the United States in response to U.S. and South- Vietnamese military incursions into the 
kingdom and growing U.S. influence in the Cambodian armed forces. Diplomatic relations were 
restored in 1969. Beginning in 1969, the United States conducted a four-year, sustained, large 
scale bombing campaign in Cambodia aimed at North Vietnamese troops in the country. 
According to some historians, the American bombing helped the Cambodian communists to gain 
followers and recruit soldiers. In March 1970, the military forces of pro-American General Lon 
Nol overthrew the government of Prince Sihanouk in a coup. The Prince fled to Beijing and 
reluctantly formed an alliance with the Cambodian communists against the Lon Nol government. 
A civil war followed, culminating in the defeat of Lon Nol in April 1975 by the Communist Party 
of Kampuchea (also known as the Khmer Rouge). The Prince returned to Phnom Penh from 
Beijing only to be placed under house arrest. 

During the Khmer Rouge’s three-year brutal reign — which included forced depopulation of the 
cities and the establishment of rural communes — nearly two million out of a population of eight 
million Cambodians died from execution, torture, overwork, starvation, and disease. In January 
1979, an invasion by Vietnamese forces drove the Khmer Rouge from Phnom Penh. Sihanouk 
then sought refuge in China and North Korea. A 13-year civil war ensued, in which Khmer 
Rouge, Cambodian nationalist (KPNLF), and royalist (ANS) insurgents fought the Vietnamese- 
backed regime. 2 



(...continued) 

Asian and Pacific Affairs, June 7, 2005. 

2 Despite their deep differences, the Khmer Rouge, which received Chinese military support, and the KPNLF and ANS, 
which received U.S. military assistance, formed an alliance in 1982 against the Vietnamese. 
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